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Fiona Candlin, Micromuseology. An Analysis of  
Small Independent Museums, London and New York:  
Bloomsbury Academic, 2016, 224 pp.

Reviewed by Anca-Maria Pãnoiu
MA, book editor and translator, Bucharest

Fiona Candlin’s book on small 
independent museums is as inspiring 
as its well-defined yet unassuming 

title suggests. It provides a theoretical and 
methodological framework, as well as a 
conceptual and analytical device for tackling 
a genuine, emergent and increasingly visible 
form of museum. Although the scholars 
that bring it up in their academic discourse 
are few and far between, its inherent 
heterogeneity has led to a proliferation of 
names for it. 

A cartography of the concepts, and, 
consequently, the approaches, aimed to 
untangle the intricacies of this topic in the 
specific literature would include: “personal 
museums” (Mateescu 2009), “local” or 
“grassroots museums” (Mihăilescu 2009), 
“wild museums” (Jannelli 2012), “unofficial” 
or “family museums” (Klimaszewski and 
Nyce 2014), “vernacular museums” (Mikula 
2015), “amateur museums” (Moncunill-
Piñas 2017) or “naïve museums” (Pănoiu 
2017), each of them striving to capture its 
fluidity by selectively depicting the features 
that most resonated with the researcher’s 
background, fields of interest or pursuits (for 
an elaborate account of this terminology in 
context see Cheryl Klimaszewski’s article at 
pages 121-140).

While cautiously avoiding metaphorical 
blurriness—as the accuracy of her approach 
stands out in both form and content—but 
all the while keeping a taste for the plasticity 

and sense of humour intrinsic to her topic, 
Fiona Candlin chooses to call these entities 
“micromuseums,” which are distinctively 
“small” and ‘“independent.” This particular 
choice proves to be as effective as it is 
moderate, for it soon becomes clear that 
the specificity of the topic—upon which the 
author elaborates her framework—lies in 
the interstice between these museums and 
the “major” or “mainstream” ones, with their 
complex and sometimes rigid requirements.

So, keeping an eye on established 
museums helps Candlin articulate her 
approach and elaborate a highly creative 
account, given that the movements between 
the personal and the institutional provide 
the utmost challenge of her experiment: “to 
see whether the study of micromuseums 
can revolutionize the ‘museum philosophy’ 
and if so, how” and “to show how the study 
of these small venues can impact upon the 
international sphere of museology; to bring 
the apparently ‘limited’ or ‘local’ character 
of micromuseums into question.” Leaning 
on more than two decades of expertise in 
museum studies, as well as on several years of 
research on the topic and fieldwork carried 
out in more than sixty micromuseums all 
over the United Kingdom, Fiona Candlin 
brilliantly succeeds to do so.

But in cutting such a path, the first 
challenge is to demarcate—which is 
to name—the particular features of 
micromuseums, and the second to find the 
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appropriate means to insert them in the 
academic discourse. The two endeavours, 
to name and to design the methods, go 
hand in hand given that these museums, 
otherwise a heterogeneous category, share a 
non-standardized relationship to academic 
disciplines. Striving to find a valid place 
for micromuseums in scholarly discourses, 
Candlin overcomes the challenges by 
resorting to Clifford Geertz’s urge to “draw 
large conclusions from small but very 
densely textured facts” (1975: 27), in what 
can only be a dialogue between small facts 
and big issues.

The specific features of the researched 
micromuseums thus come together to form 
a broader image, which might also function 
as a definition of the phenomenon:

[…] small, independent, single-subject 
museums can more precisely be described 
as collections that are variously run by 
trusts, businesses, special interest groups, 
and private individuals that fall outside the 
traditional academic compass, occupy a low 
level in the hierarchy of traditional academic 
classificatory tables or that take a non-
scholarly approach to subjects that could 
be encompassed by academe; and finally, 
are small insofar as they have relatively low 
visitor numbers and /or modest incomes and 
/or occupy a physically limited space (12).

Fiona Candlin rightly outlines that 
micromuseums have in common specific 
means of operating within a nexus of 
related conditions consisting of low income, 
few staff members, and relatively limited 
physical space, all of which determine 
their improvised and ad hoc character. 
Together, these specificities make it so that 
micromuseums mostly resist to detailed, 
historical analysis, as well as to critical 
examinations of professional practice.

Given these facts, two questions arise 
that are essential to this work. The first one 
is related to the content of the topic: How do 
owners of micromuseums manage precarity 
as an intrinsic trait of their creation, and, 
further, how do they creatively convert 

this challenge into a distinctive privilege, if 
so? The second one concerns the strategies 
employed to extract some possible answers: 
Which methods to rely on in order to be 
responsive to the specific characteristics 
of micromuseums? The structure of the 
book is provided by the author’s choice to 
look at the settings, the landscapes, the 
accommodation, the collections, the forms 
of display, the exhibits and the ways of 
arranging them, and how she accomplished 
that.

In the first chapter, Fiona Candlin 
starts by questioning the public character 
of micromuseums in terms of reliance 
on public funding, placement outside the 
home, and thus access to the population 
at large, and whether they provide a non-
governmental area where dialogue between 
citizens can develop. The fact that they are 
museums of independent means, i.e., they do 
not render services on behalf of the state and 
they are not supported by taxpayer money, 
seems to exclude micromuseums from the 
public sphere. Consequent to the scantiness 
of funds there is the constraint to function 
mostly on private properties, which further 
determines an intermingling of domestic 
environments with the exhibition spaces 
and blurs the borders between the private 
and the public realms.

But a case study visit at the Vintage Wire-
less Museum in Dulwich, London helps cir-
cumscribe micromuseums as different pub-
lic spaces. Located in a private home (which 
means that every available space is crowded 
with exhibits), this determines a particular 
dynamics of the visit: the owner is more a 
host than a professional museum curator; 
the visitors are his guests (whose levels of 
access are limited by the owner’s preferences 
and the appointment system); the story-
telling is bi-directional, collaborative and 
varying according to identity, interests, and 
knowledge of the individuals concerned; 
and the visitors play their own precise part 
in adapting the exhibition narrative. There-
fore, whilst lacking any public involvement 
in the institutional sense of the term, micro-

Reviews



235

museums still provide the stimulus for con-
versation and the means to attract visitors, 
thus operating as public spheres—even if all 
this takes place in the kitchen.

The second chapter focuses on the life 
and death of objects situated in museum 
contexts or, to put it more accurately, on 
their degrees of vitality after they were 
removed from their original situations and 
transferred to artificial ones, thus sacrificing 
their organic character for the sake of 
preserving certain formal features. While 
it is agreed that outside a pagan or animist 
world-view, the idea of living or dying 
artefacts is a conceit, it is still acknowledged 
that certain exhibition practices, some 
more than others, tend to sideline the 
original functions of the objects and the 
associated responses in favour of scholarly 
and aesthetic ones. Micromuseums such 
as the Museum of Witchcraft in Boscastle, 
Cornwall, however, refrain from killing the 
artefacts and, instead, show the collections 
within a context which, while it may not 
be the genuine one, is still congruent with 
their original use. This leads the author to 
the sensible conclusion that, rather than 
“live” or “dead” artefacts, there are actually 
degrees and combinations of both, which 
in turn lead to their understanding in 
particular contexts and highlight once again 
the interstitial area between major museums 
and micromuseums.

The third chapter puts forward the is-
sue of politically and socially partisan ex-
hibitions. Here, the contrast is established 
between such biased endeavours and those 
generally advertised as multi-perspectival 
and thus present the viewpoints of diverse 
and opposing groups. Taking into account 
the lack of political engagement of micro-
museums and in this respect, their distance 
from any governmental or national agenda, 
the author outlines their penchant for being 
partisan and discusses the case of the Lur-
gan History Museum. Discussing balance 
and self-censorship, Candlin concludes that 
multi-perspectivalism is not necessarily 
equidistant or adequate, which to a certain 

extent reverses forces of legitimacy in favour 
of micromuseums.

The next two chapters both deal with 
the issue of object storage, but in different 
ways. In the fourth chapter, a collection is 
presented as an array of artefacts (mostly 
donations and gifts, as in the British in India 
Museum) likely to encapsulate the memory 
of close relatives and ancestors to the extent 
of becoming object-persons cared for in 
order to guarantee strategies for managing 
mortality and oblivion. The fifth chapter 
deals with the mere abundance of objects 
(as in the Bakelite Museum, Williton, 
Somerset), which despite its peculiarities 
in juxtapositions and an inherent stuffiness, 
provides the visitors with the pleasures 
of exploration and a certain sense of 
“holiday surrealism.” Both models of 
object storage differentiate micromuseums 
from mainstream institutions in that the 
former afford more personal and less rigid 
approaches, on a human scale rather than 
based on academic requirements.

Accurately circumscribed discussions of 
each of the features that I have only sketched 
above lead Fiona Candlin to the sixth 
chapter, the heart of her entire undertaking. 
Her conclusion is as vivid as the path which 
leads her there, highlighting the otherness 
of micromuseums while stressing their 
complementarity with major institutions 
and, last but not least, suggesting a possible 
shift in approaching them.

The otherness of micromuseums 
is underpinned by several distinctive 
traits which stand for criteria: the way in 
which micromuseums are shaped by and 
shape their locations and the plurality of 
possible narratives which stem from such 
dynamics; the fact that in contrast with 
mainstream institutions, micromuseums 
are embedded in their environment 
and thus not immediately recognizable, 
somehow contiguous with other buildings 
in the landscape, all the while preserving 
the narrative of their accommodation; 
the deeply personal dimension of the 
encounter between curators and visitors, 

Reviews



236

which determines embodied knowledge, 
experience and authorship, a bi-directional 
flow of information, continuously emerging 
narratives, adaptative strategies and, overall, 
a certain level of transparency not common 
to major institutions; and finally, artefacts 
and ways of displaying them which seldom 
follow the criteria of uniqueness, singularity 
or educative contexts specific to institutional 
museums, but rather tend to organically 
organize themselves in holistic sequences 
based on intrinsic and subjective logics.

Beyond the important issues it discusses 
and the methods employed to tackle them, 
one cannot read Candlin’s book without 
getting a feeling of how it was written 
as the accuracy of the analysis is well 
complemented by the author’s penchant 
for sensoriality. In her book, Fiona Candlin 
carries out ethnography at its purest in that 
she describes the beauty of the encounter 
pure and simple and the joy of simply being 
there. In some of her micromuseums, cats 
purr and rub against the legs of elderly 
wireless aficionados who gather in the 
kitchen-museum to discuss their lifelong 
hobby; in others, engines with odd numbers 
of cylinders make a sweet and syncopated 

sound, just like listening to jazz. Beyond any 
epistemic concerns, Candlin herself admits 
that her interest in micromuseums is mostly 
due to their human scale. Rewardingly 
enough, the subjectivity of the topic thus 
matches the subjectivity of the approach, 
enriching it with a certain epistemic 
empathy.

Radically rethinking key concepts and 
debates within museum studies, Fiona 
Candlin’s book is important because it 
gives legitimacy to a topic which, despite 
its richness, has been overall neglected 
until her contribution. In outlining the 
particular traits of this marginal entity, and 
thus building a solid analytical apparatus, 
she courageously argues that it is possible 
to conceive of a micromuseology of major 
museums, which would prove enriching and 
rewarding. Further, the book is inspiring 
in that it provides an in-depth account of 
a topic whose heterogeneity would require 
an extensive approach. Fiona Candlin has 
produced a playfully academic work, which 
daringly depicts an emerging topic with 
rigour, honesty, empathy and something 
more.
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